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It may not seem like a big deal to some, but when the word "debris" flowed easily and flawlessly
off the tongue of Scales Technology Academy student Neify Perez, 8, his tutor Nan Byrcroft's
enthusiastic response proved it was.

  

"Very good!" Byrcroft  said as she smiled and gave Neify a thumbs up.

  

Byrcroft is one of 50 volunteers with Tempe's Experience Corps, a national program that places
retirees age 55 and older in classrooms to provide one-on-one tutoring.

  

The pair were one of several observed during a tour Monday, highlighting how the program is
used in the Tempe Elementary School District. Congressman Harry Mitchell, City Council
members Shana Ellis and Corey Woods and Experience Corps Chief Executive Officer Lester
Strong were among those in attendance at Scales. A former teacher, Byrcroft said her belief in
the public school system and desire to go back to the classroom inspired her to become an
Experience Corps volunteer. She tutors Neify for 30 minutes twice a week.

  

"He likes animals so I go on the Internet and print out pictures of the animals he reads about so
he can see what they look like," she said.

  

Neify said reading is still a little difficult, but enjoys reading with Byrcroft and the little games she
comes up with to make the process fun. When asked what he wants to be when he grows up,
Neify said, "A teacher."

  

Tempe Elementary first implemented the program three years ago. Aguilar, Arredondo,
Holdeman, Meyer and Thew elementary schools and Scales participate in Experience Corps.
The program is funded through donations from organizations such as the Tempe Diablos and
the Virginia G. Piper Charitable Trust.
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Volunteers are retirees from diverse industries including education, medicine and business.
Each one undergoes training and tutors several students during the week. According to district
data, 95 percent of Experience Corps students made significant academic progress and 65
percent improved one or more reading levels. Teachers also said that tutored students showed
improved self-confidence and improvements in behavior.

  

"When they get one-on-one attention, they don't want to let you down," said Mitchell, a retired
longtime teacher. "It's phenomenal."

  

Washington, D.C.-based Experience Corps started as a pilot program 15 years ago and now
exists in 23 cities, including Mesa and Tucson. Nationally, Strong said the program has resulted
in 60 percent increased proficiency in literacy comprehension, and the one-on-one environment
produces results that mirror a class size that is 40 percent smaller. He said Tempe is
implementing the model as it was originally constructed, which is creating results.

  

"This partnership is exemplary. It is something I'd like to see modeled across the country," he
said.

  

Scales language-arts coach Dawn Moan-Minott said about a third of Scales second- and
third-graders receive tutoring. All have made some growth, some met benchmark within three
months. Scales uses 14 volunteers who each see four students a week.

  

"All of those hours of tutoring are invaluable," she said.

  

Retired state employee Pearl Cordova has been tutoring third-grader Khaniah Carter, 9, since
September. But the interaction between the two is that of a relationship between pals, not just
tutor and student. This bond is probably one of the reasons behind Khaniah's new love for
reading.

  

"I didn't like to read before. It was boring. But when I started (with Cordova), I liked it more and I
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would go to the library to pick out books I liked," Khaniah said. "She's like a best friend to me."

  

Cordova said Khaniah tells her how she spent her weekends and other updates.

  

"Every time, I come away with learning something new. That's a perk for me too. That's my
reward, spending time with the kids and learning from them," Cordova said.

  

Khaniah said the old days of dreading opening a book are gone.

  

"I get up in the morning and I get excited because I think, 'We get to finish that book today.' And
then we'll pick another," she said.
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